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Art. VII.— Speedy death from a large dose of Sulphate of Morphia. 

By M. H. Houston, M. D., of Wheeling, Va. 

.The following melancholy case, showing the time and manner in which 
morphia is capable of producing death, may not prove uninteresting to the 
readers of the American Journal. The subject of it was Mr. Sprigg, aged 
j 9 years, a lawyer by profession, but for the last fouY years actively en¬ 
gaged in agricultural pursuits. He was somewhat corpulent, rather disposed 
to plethora—of temperate habits, and possessed of unusual intellectual 
energy'. A week or ten days before death, whilst superintending his harvest 
in the country, he was attacked with symptoms of mild intermittent fever of 
the double quotidian type, for which he took some appropriate remedies, 
under the direction of his son-in-law, Dr. C., who resided on his farm. The 
feter not yielding as readily as was anticipated, I was requested early on 
Monday morning, the 31st of July, to visit him in consultation. He was 
then labouring under a paroxysm of fever, attended by violent neuralgic 
pains extending down the back and lower extremities, but cxpecially severe 
along the course of the facial nerve on the left side. He also had an inces¬ 
sant, dry, hard, spasmodic cough, which could not be controlled, and which 
he feared might produce rupture of a blood-vessel. The paroxysm had 
commenced about one or two o’clock in the morning. I advised a more 
liberal use of quinine during the intermissions, and a quarter of a grain of 
morphia, with one grain of ipecac, a little before or at the very commencement 
of the paroxysm. Under this course, he escaped the evening paroxysm, 
but had a slight one at two or three o’clock on Tuesday morning. On 
Tuesday evening he expressed himself as feeling quite well. On Wednes¬ 
day morning at four o’clock, I was summoned to visit him in great haste, 
but for what purpose I was not informed. On reaching his farm, four miles 
from the city, I found that he had been dead nearly an hour. From Dr. 
C. I received the following statement. Mr. S. had gone to bed, feeling 
as tt ell as usual, but his daughter and Dr. C. being solicitous to prevent 
with certainty, another accession of fever, determined to sit up for the pur¬ 
pose of giving his medicine at regular intervals. This they continued to 
do, contrary to the wishes of Mr. S. until one clock, at which time he in¬ 
sisted on their going to bed, and on their still refusing, he got up, put on his 
clothes and went up stairs to the chamber of his wife. Dr. C. took from a 
glass jarabox of ipecac., one of tart, antim. anda paper containing 10 grains 
sulph. morphia, just from the apothecary, and followed him up stairs, for 
tile purpose of preparing the anodyne powder. After preparing the powder 
lie instructed Mrs. S. to administer it, if it should become necessary, and 
retired, leaving the paper of morphia on the table wdiere he had been using 
it. After Mrs. S. had been some time in bed (the exact period not known) 
Mr. S. having a slight cough, requested her to get up and give him the 
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powder. This, she at first declined doing, believing that he did not require 
it, but when he insisted on having it, she got up, lit a candle, and being igno¬ 
rant of the presence of more than one powder, she mixed and gave the first 
that presented, which proved to be the 10 grains of morphia. Without ex¬ 
tinguishing the light, she lay down by the side of Mr. S., and to the best of 
her knowledge, had not lain more than ten minutes when her attention was 
attracted by a loud, protracted and unnatural snore. She shook Mr. S. and 
called him by name, but receiving no answer, she at once procured the light 
and found that he had ceased breathing, and that his skin communicated a very 
unnatural sensation of clamminess. She gave the alarm, and in a few mo¬ 
ments, the mistake with all its horrid consequences became manifest. Dr. 
C. resorted promptly to such remedies as were at command. Liberal 
quantities of salt and water and strong coffee were poured down the throat 
through a tube. \ arious external applications were used, but with very 
little effect. The heart's action was partially restored, and there were some 
other transient indications of remaining sensibility. These however, soon 
subsided, and Mr. S. was entirely dead at four o’clock. The action of the 
heart continued for a considerable time, after all respiratory efforts had 
ceased. Thus terminated the life of one of our most prominent and useful 
citizens. 

The points of interest in this case were, the absence of all violent symp¬ 
toms, and the very short space of time in which the poison produced its 
fatal effects. Excepting the one deep stertorous breath, all was calm and 
quiet, and although but little reliance is to be placed on the computation of 
time under such trying circumstances, yet facts enough are well ascertained 
to satisfy my mind, that not more than an hour, or at furthest an hour and a 
half, could have elapsed from the lime the medicine was swallowed until 
death took place. The mistake was discovered in less than fifteen minutes 
after it was made. As soon as discovered, a messenger was despatched to 
town in all haste. That messenger arrived here, a distance of only four 
miles, precisely at four o’clock, and certainly in less than an hour from the 
time he started. 

Would galvanism, the stomach pump, and other appropriate remedies, 
promptly applied, have proved efficient in resisting the fatal tendency of the 
poison? 

No post-mortem examination was instituted. 

Wheeling, August 1 st, 1813. 



